
Historical Architectural  
Review Board  

(HARB) 
Allentown City Hall 
435 Hamilton Street 

Allentown, PA 18101-1699 
Phone: 610-437-7613 

Fax: 610-437-8781 

How Do I Apply? 
 

When considering making exterior 
changes, contact the Bureau of Planning 
and Zoning, City Hall, 4th Floor, 610-437-
7613, between 8:00 am and 4:30 pm, 
Monday through Friday. After receiving 
basic information (name, address, 
telephone number, location of property, 
work to be done), a field check will be 
made to determine whether or not Board 
review is required. If review is needed, the 
applicant will appear before the Board at 
its next monthly meeting (normally the 
first Monday of the month). Application to 
appear before the Board should be made at 
least one week before the meeting date. 
 
After the Board meeting,  i ts 
recommendations will be sent to City 
Council for final action at their next regular 
meeting. If Council approves, a Certificate 
of Appropriateness will be mailed to the 
applicant.  Any necessary building and/or 
zoning permits may then be obtained from 
the Permit Counter on the 4th Floor of City 
Hall. 
 
Please note that the normal City permit 
processes (zoning, building, plumbing, 
electrical, etc.) apply to the historic 
districts in exactly the same way as in other 
sections of the City. HARB approval is 
based on historic and architectural approval 
only and does not relieve the applicant of 
the responsibility to secure other permits 
from other City agencies when relevant. TELEPHONE NUMBERS TO KNOW 

HARB Secretary   610-437-7613 
Zoning & Sign Permits  610-437-7630 
Alteration & Building Permits 610-437-7592 
Building Standards & Safety 610-437-7690 
City Grant & Loan Programs 610-437-7696 

Old Allentown 
 

Old Fairgrounds 
 

West Park 

 
Is It Hard To Get HARB Approval? 
 

No. The Board wants to make sure that any 
alterations do not permanently alter the 
historical architectural character of the 
property, so that a future owner will still 
have the option of restoration. When 
reviewing a case, the Board takes into 
account the goals the property owner is 
trying to accomplish and the unique 
circumstances of each case. Many times 
the Board has been able to suggest more 
cost-efficient and historically appropriate 
treatments.  
 

There are publications available from the 
Bureau of Planning and Zoning that give 
design guidelines for historic districts. 
These booklets give property owners 
guidance about specific rehabilitation 
practices. An applicant still must appear 
before the Board if changes are being 
proposed, but compliance with design 
guidelines greatly increases the likelihood 
of approval. 
 
When Does HARB Not Need To Take 
Any Action? 
 

General repair and maintenance, and 
replacement of deteriorated features with 
like materials of the identical appearance, 
do not require Board review. In addition, 
the Board does not review: 
♦ Any interior work 
♦ Repainting (including choice of colors) 
♦ Re-pointing brick 
♦ Installation of storm windows or storm 

doors 
♦ Installation or removal of canvas 

awnings 
♦ Installation of utility meters 
 
 

Allentown’s 
Historic Districts 



Residents and Owners of Properties in  
Old Allentown, Old Fairgrounds and  

West Park Historic Districts: 

The homes within Allentown’s historic districts were  
constructed with much attention devoted to design,  
detail and ornamentation - a level of craftsmanship 
rarely found on any new, affordable residential 
construction today. For over twenty years, 
Allentown’s Historic District Ordinance has protected 
the districts’ historical architectural character. 

The assurance of stability and quality provided by 
this legislation has attracted new residents and kept 
long-time residents in Center City. Reinvestment in 
the historic districts has been, and continues to be, 
significant. The Historical Architectural Review Board 
has provided assistance to hundreds of 
neighborhood property owners, as they preserve, 
improve, and restore homes and storefronts in the 
districts. 

I strongly encourage district residents and property  
owners to read the information provided in this 
brochure to familiarize themselves with the Historic 
District Ordinance and its requirements. This 
brochure provides factual answers to the most 
commonly asked questions about the Historical 
Architectural Review Board, and the telephone 
numbers of City Bureaus that can answer additional 
questions. 

The architecture of Allentown’s historic districts was 
left to us by former residents who had an 
appreciation for quality as they built their homes. The 
Historic District Ordinance helps us to recognize the 
treasure we have been given, and is a means to 
respect it and pass it on to future generations. 

Very truly yours, 

 

Ed Pawlowski, Mayor 
City of Allentown 

When Must The Board Review A 
Case? 
 

Any exterior changes visible from a 
public street or alley in the three historic 
districts must be reviewed. Examples of 
changes may include: 
 

♦ A Change in Design: For example, 
adding a third floor dormer, 
enclosing a porch, replacing the 
existing door or windows, putting up 
a satellite dish, etc. 

 

♦ A Change in Material: For 
example, installing vinyl or 
aluminum siding, replacing wooden 
railings with wrought iron, etc. 

 

♦ A Change in Texture: For example,  
replacing scalloped shingles with 
square shingles, replacing decorative 
porch columns with straight porch 
columns, etc. 

 

♦ A Change in Arrangement: For 
example, blocking up a window, 
adding a new door opening, etc. 

 

♦ A Change in Structure: For 
example, demolishing a building, 
removing a porch, putting on an 
addition, etc. 

 

It should be noted that the Board never 
requires an owner to initiate work. An 
owner may choose to leave a property 
“as is” unless another City agency 
mandates improvements for public health 
and safety reasons. 

 
What Is A Historic District? 
 

According to State law, a historic district is 
an area with a distinctive character recalling 
architectural or historical heritage. 
Allentown’s historic districts, Old Allentown, 
Old Fairgrounds, and West Park, represent 
specific time periods of the City’s growth, 
and most of the buildings within the districts 
retain their original appearance. 
 
 
Under What Authority Were The 
Historic Districts Created? 
 

The City’s authority to create historic districts 
stems from Pennsylvania state enabling 
legislation commonly referred to as Historic 
District Act No. 167, adopted in 1961. City 
Council adopted Allentown’s Historic 
District Ordinance in September 1978. 
 
 
Why Was The Ordinance Adopted? 
 

The Historic District Ordinance was adopted 
to preserve the historic and architectural 
character of the exterior facades of structures 
in the historic districts. The ordinance does 
not require the restoration of homes to their 
original appearance, although many owners 
have chosen to do so. Rather, the ordinance 
requires that any changes made to properties 
within the districts be done in a manner that 
is keeping with their historic character. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What  Is The Historical Architectural 
Review Board? 
 

The Historical Architectural Review Board 
(HARB) is a public body created by the 
Historic District Ordinance, with members 
appointed by City Council. The Board 
reviews proposed new construction, 
demolitions, and exterior alterations to 
structures that can be seen from any public 
street, and makes recommendations to City 
Council. City Council then issues a 
Certificate of Appropriateness for approved 
alterations, which is required before any work 
can begin. 
 
 
Who Is On The Board? 
 

According to Pennsylvania law, there must be 
at least seven members on the Board, which 
must include a registered architect, a licensed 
real estate broker, a building inspector, and 
four other persons with a knowledge of, and 
interest in, the preservation of historic 
resources. City Council further requires that 
one member be a contractor and the 
remaining three members be historic district 
residents. This representation ensures that 
applicants receive a fair review and informed 
advice. 
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